CHAPTER XVII
LISTER AND HIS DISCIPLES
IT is customary and logical to divide the history of surgery into
two epochs, before Lister and after Lister. The dramatic change
wrought by Lister is now universally acknowledged. Surgery
had been rendered painless by the introduction of anaesthesia,
but the terrible scourge of sepsis remained. The patient on the
operating table " faced danger equal to that of the battlefield."
So said Sir James Y. Simpson when he advised that old hospitals
should be pulled down and replaced by groups of small pavilions.
Lister attacked sepsis by a more direct method. With infinite
patience he sought to perfect his system of preventing the entrance
of germs into a wound, and of destroying them when already
present. His technique was misunderstood and mis-applied, and
it has since been largely superseded by " asepsis/5 which is simply
another name, another means of achieving the same end, but
those facts in no way detract from Lister's discoveries-
JOSEPH LISTER (iSsy-igis),1 who became Lord Lister, the
first medical peer, was born at Upton House, near Plaistow in
Essex. The district is now absorbed into the great East End of
London and the house is St Peter's Vicarage, overlooking West
Ham Public ParL In Lister's day Upton was a country village.
The park was the property of Samuel Gurney, a leading Quaker,
and during the previous century it had been the country estate
of Dr. John Fothergill, another famous Quaker to whom we have
referred (p. 249).* The Listers, too, were Quakers, and Joseph
inherited that simplicity and placidity which characterized the
Society of Friends. His father, James Joseph Lister, was a pros-
perous wine-merchant, who devoted his spare time to science, and
who had achieved a wide reputation for his improvements in
microscopic technique, which also earned for him the Fellowship
of the Royal Society.
Lister took the B A. degree of London before entering Uni-
versity College Hospital as a student. In his early student days
1 Sir Rickman Godlee, Lord Lister, 1918 (an excellent biography by his nephew);
G. T. Wrench, Lord Lister: His Life and Work, 1913 ; W. Watson Cheyne, Lister and
his Achievement, 1925 ; Cuthbert Dukes, Lord Lister, 1924
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